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Notions of Practice: Design as Facilitation
for Interactive Social Systems.

This paper explores the notion of ‘design as facilitation’ identifying some of the
places it features in current research, and how it may inform design of interactive
social systems. This research is motivated by the shift in focus from the technical to
the social in understanding technology use. A parallel shift in the notion of design
practice in relation to users is seen in design theory and interaction design research
and methodology (Dourish 2001), (Preece et al 2002), (Winograd 1997). The paper
proposes design as facilitation is a useful way of describing how the politics of
design may be evolving in relation to interactive technologies. Current changes
taking place in our perception and use of such technologies include a shift from
single to multiple users, from users to participants, or inhabitants in the case of
virtual worlds, from desktop metaphors to mobile and ubiquitous computing, and
from interface to interaction and symbiosis. More than content on demand, people
want to connect with each other, as SMS (Short Message Service) and email on
PDA’s (Personal Digital Assistants) prove.

Penny Hagen
University of Technology
Sydney

This paper is exploratory examining the commonalities that exist in four different
research efforts relating to notions of design practice, and identifies some of the
challenges present in designing interactive technologies. By looking at existing
methods we can begin to map what design as facilitation may mean for future
interactive social systems. The paper draws in particular on the following four
sources: Participatory Design where the user is part of the design process; Michael
Siu (2003) who proposes users, not designers actualise designs; Paul Dourish’s
research on use and meaning (Dourish 2001), and work on appropriation by Jennie
Carroll (2003). These concepts focus on incorporating the user into the design
process and impact on the traditionally expected deliverables of interactive social
systems. Design as facilitation encompasses an approach where users and use,
take on a different role in the design process, and requires a rethinking of the
relationship between the user and designer.
In the instance of communication technologies, designers no longer communicate a
message to their audience, but rather facilitate multiple users’ communication with
each other. Seeing design artefacts as part of a larger cultural process or socionetwork, rather than a single authored solution represents one way that the notion of
design practice might be shifting in relation to the changing and emerging needs of
users. Qualities like diversity, openness and configurability are key elements of
interactive social system design and this paper argues that viewing design as
facilitation, rather than decision making is a helpful way of enabling this more
flexible approach to design, and its outcomes.
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Notions of Practice; Design as facilitation for interactive social systems.
Abstract
This paper introduces the notion of ‘design as facilitation’ identifying some of the
places it features in current research, and how it informs design of interactive social
systems, such as multi-user communication technologies. This research is motivated
by the shift in focus from the technical to the social in technology. A parallel shift in
the notion of design practice is suggested in the move to understand interactive
systems in relation to users as seen in design theory and interaction design research
and methodology (Dourish 2001), (Preece et al 2002), (Winograd 1997). By
examining the commonalities that exist in four different perspectives on design
practice from current research, and providing a summary of the concerns interactive
systems designers face, this paper proposes this shift be defined as a move towards
incorporating ‘facilitation’ into the notion of design practice.
Key Words: facilitation, user centred design, participatory design, interactive social
technologies, interaction design, Human Computer Interaction, communication,
social software, design theory
1. Introduction
Design as a cultural activity is hindered by the current perception of designer as
executive decision maker. This paper argues for the replacement of this traditional
design approach with one that could be termed 'facilitation'. This is reflected in a
change from perceiving ‘misuse’ of design, to seeing users’ appropriation of
technologies as part of the design process (Siu 2001), (Carroll 2002). ‘Design as
facilitation’ encompasses an approach to design practice where users and use, take
on a different role in the design process, and requires a rethinking of the relationship
between the user and designer.
This paper is exploratory, collecting together aspects of what appear to be a similar
approach among current research efforts relating to notions of design practice and
interactive technologies. These are Participatory Design (PD) which offers a model
where the designer facilitates the inclusion of users into the design process. Michael
Siu’s research which suggests that designers relinquish their ‘expert’ status and
create designs with gaps for users to fill with their own interpretations, proposing
users, not designers actualise designs. With a particular emphasis on interactive
technologies Paul Dourish redefines the responsibility of defining use and meaning
as belonging to the user, not the designer. Jennie Carroll extends the scope of
design by describing design as complete in use, and encouraging that ‘user
appropriation’ be designed for, and integrated into the design process of interactive
technologies.
These concepts although common in cultural studies (Berg 1994), reflect a more
recent change in the underlying approach to design from within the fields of design
and computer science; seeing the process as ongoing and the design of the artifact’s
use as open ended, not solely the responsibility of the designer. Key is including
‘use’, and users’ creative acts as part of the design cycle, and the position of
designer as expert and decision maker, replaced with that of facilitator (Siu 2001,
2003). Drawing together and expanding these ideas this paper puts forward the
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notion of ‘design as facilitation’ as a useful way to meet the challenges facing
interactive social systems.
2. Challenges for designing interactive social systems
In order to discover what ‘design as facilitation’ means as a design approach, and
how it might offer insights into design for interactive social systems we need to
explore some of the wide ranging challenges that currently exist in the design of
interactive social systems.
The need to consider what Latour would describe as the complexity of sociotechnical networks (Latour 1991), (Law 1992), rather than simply the technical or
interface requirements of task orientated systems poses new challenges for the field
of design (Preece et al 2002), (Winograd 1997). Current changes taking place in our
perception and use of interactive technologies include a shift from single user to
multiple users, from users to participants, from desktop metaphors to mobile and
ubiquitous computing, and from interface to interaction or even symbiosis. It is also
reflected in the marketplace where, more than content on demand, people want to
connect with each other, as the popularity of SMS (short message service), PXT
(pictures messages) and email on PDA’s (personal digital assistants) prove. People
are more interested in networks between people, than we are in networks of
computers (Shirky 2003).
The focus of this paper is on the notion of ‘design as facilitation’ in the context of
interactive social systems. Social systems are systems that support relationship
building, group interaction and social dialogues between multiple users in a wider
context than Computer Supported Collaborative Work (CSCW) systems which focus
on work-related environments. Common examples of social systems are forums,
chat rooms, emails and mailing lists, IRC (internet relay chat), IM (instant
messaging), SMS, and mobile technologies. One of the key issues for interactive
social systems used by a public audience, such as community groups, groups of
friends, not-for-profit organisations, activist groups, neighbourhoods and special
interest groups, is how to cater for a diversity of users and uses, and how to allow
users degrees of control over their virtual communication environment.
Interactive social systems are more than the object or the artefact created, and
designers need to consider the changing and evolving environments, contexts and
actions in which it may be used. In the words of Mark Weiser “the unit of design
should be social people, in their environment (or context), with their various devices.”
(MacColl et al, 2002). We may intend to build a system in response to perceived
user needs, but as as Robertson points out “it matters how human activities are
represented in technology design practices because some representations can
encourage and support human capabilities, such as flexibility, creativity, sociability
and learning, while others can discourage or preclude them” (Robertson 2004, 2).
In a critique of traditional Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) approaches to design,
Sarah Berry Flint argues that “the dominant modes of user research in the field of
HCI are methodologically biased against the recognition of cultural specificity, and
thus committed to promoting design practices that cannot respect and accommodate
culturally situated users” (Flint 2002, 2). Flint proposes that attempts to discover
templates and models that can be reapplied should be replaced by an approach that
incorporates a localised understanding of user needs.
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The issue of how to design for diverse users is preceded by the challenge of
designing systems for multiple users. An abundance of research on single user
applications exits, but an understanding of the issues facing multi-user applications
is only just beginning to be developed. Writer Clay Shirky highlights this with the
following observation: “Most of our methods for soliciting user feedback assume,
usually implicitly, that the individual's reaction to the software is the critical factor.
This tilts software and interface design towards single-user assumptions, even when
the software's most important user is a group” (Shirky 2003). The typical isolation of
tasks and interface related requirements from the actual context of activity, and the
ways technologies are put to use in a social setting, is unacceptable in the context of
social computing systems (Flint 2002). An example of software that tries to address
this is commkit, (an online communication tool for use by large community groups)
who differentiate their software by aiming to better support and understand group
interaction and behaviour, claiming that other online communication systems "do not
allow each member sufficient control over their experience of the community".
3. Rethinking the role of designers & users
By looking at existing research we can begin to map what ‘design as facilitation’ may
mean for future design practice. The term facilitation is derived from Siu’s research
into Users’ Creative Reponses (Siu 2001), and draws on related work from three
other sources; Participatory Design (PD), and research by Dourish and Carroll. Each
author uses their own terminology, but by examining them together we are able to
see that the intention and outcomes are essentially the same, and that the concept
of ‘facilitation’ emerges in various forms acting as a container for current and
developing notions of design practice for interactive social systems. Research into
the roles of the designer and the user has been described as ‘creative acts of users’
(Siu 2001), ‘design completed in use’ (Carroll 2003), and ‘users manage coupling’
(Dourish 2001). These are similar concepts, not identified so much through the term
‘facilitation’ but through the notion of what this might mean as a design approach;
incorporating the user into the design process and impacting on the expected
deliverables of interactive social systems.
Siu’s work, which focuses on public spaces, is imbued with an interest in serving a
wide audience, in particular those who lack the opportunity to have a voice in the
design process. This, along with Participatory Design grounds the concept of ‘design
as facilitation’ within a social and ethical context, while work by researchers Dourish
and Carroll help to expand this concept into the domain of interactive systems.
i. Participatory Design
In the traditional approach to design (and one still prominent in design education) the
designer plays the role of the expert making the decisions and providing
‘appropriate’ solutions (Siu 2001). Human Computer Interaction (HCI) methodologies
tend to reinforce this approach. In his recent book “Behind the Blip”, Matthew Fuller
describes HCI as forming a top down view of the user, defined within a ‘user model’
(Fuller 2003). Participatory Design (PD) on the other hand, is gaining popularity as a
‘user centered design’ method for the opposite reasons. The field of PD arose as a
result of workers in Scandinavia pushing for input into changes in their workplace in
the late 60’s and is based on the democratic notion that workers rather than owners
should be able to determine how work is organised (Garrety and Badham 2004),
(Preece et al 2002). In PD users become involved in the design process to varying
degrees, redefining the designer’s role and empowering the users as co-designers
3

by having them actively contribute to the shaping of the technology throughout the
design process. Proponents maintain that a collaborative approach, with users as
part of the design team will yield better user focused results. A facilitation role is
created for the designers as they help users contribute to the design process.
ii. The Creative Acts of Users (Siu 2001)
Critical of the lack of depth often found in ‘user centered design’ and influenced by
PD Siu examines the designers’ role when designing for public spaces. Siu
dismisses the modernist concept of designer as ‘expert’ or ‘decision maker’,
suggesting a shift to that of facilitator. Although undertaking a re-evaluation of urban
design, Siu's research applies equally to design for interactive social systems.
Critical to this is embracing what he terms the ‘creative acts of users’ as ways that
users contribute to design, and as part of the design process.
Siu gives examples of this phenomenon by describing how public exercise facilities
are appropriated by local residents in Hong Kong as a site to sun-dry their linen at
the beginning of summer, and how pedestrian foot bridges become social gathering
spaces, sites for market stall holders and shelter for the homeless. Siu stresses that
what the local government or council perceive as a genuine (or legal) community
need is not necessarily how the public interprets it, advocating that designers should
intentionally leave ‘gaps’ in their design for alternative interpretations by the public as
part of their design practice.
Siu utilises reader’s response theory to analyse how this dialogue between,
designers, users and designs might work. Describing the user as ‘reader’ the design
artifact is not a static object that each one of us views identically, we bring our
expectations and interpretations to it, and this shapes our understanding of it. It
comes alive in our reading, and can be reread differently each time we experience it.
For Siu this means developing the idea of the designer as facilitator, with the
designer leaving gaps for users to fill. This flexibility allows users the opportunity to
actualise the designs and participate in the design process (Siu 2003).
iii. Users, not designers manage coupling (Dourish 2001)
In his research into embodied interaction Dourish realigns the position of the
designer and user in relation to use. Dourish questions the traditional approach to
the design of interactive systems that associates responsibility for the artifact and its
use, with the designer. Rethinking the responsibility for the way an artifact is used by
acknowledging the ways people adapt interactive technologies, changes the role of
the designer (Dourish 2001, 2002). Not just a ‘user orientated’ approach, but one
that incorporates actual ‘use’ is demonstrated in the following design principles from
his book “Where the Action Is:”
Principle: Users not designers, create and communication meaning.
Principle: Users, not designers manage coupling
(Dourish 2001, 170)
What Dourish terms as a new ‘stance’ for the designer is made clear in the following:
“embodied technologies are used to create and communicate meaning… the
manipulation of meaning and coupling are primarily the responsibility of users, not
designers…while designers might suggest a coupling, they cannot actually make
one” (Dourish 2001, 172). This notion of facilitation is evident here in that the
designer is responsible for facilitating users’ action, and making available certain
processes for action, rather than determining what that action might be.
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iv. Completing design in use (Carroll 2003)
Carroll investigates the importance of user appropriation in interactive technologies.
Like Dourish and Siu, key to Carroll’s argument is that the design process
incorporates use as part of the design cycle.
Carroll uses the term ‘Technology in Use’ to describe the state that is reached when
users have adapted and appropriated new technology, and when this user
appropriation can be harvested for future inclusion into design. This is in contrast to
the notion of ‘Technology as Designed’ which reflects the system as it is shaped in
terms of the expected design requirements and user needs, but does not reflect the
completed design state. This emerges only through users engaging with and
configuring a system, incorporating it into their context of use. Carroll writes “The
differences between Technology as Designed and Technology in Use reflect the gap
between the expected and actual requirements for technological support…
Technology in Use captures users’ needs that are expressed though their actions as
they undertake their everyday activities in their user situations” (Carroll 2003, 3).
Users take on a different role in this design process, which may include participation
in the requirements design, but also in completing design through use. This in turn
has implications for the designer, as they take on the role of facilitating this ‘in use’
adaptation and appropriation, and design to encourage it. Having designers facilitate
this process “balances the tendency of designers to abstract only those details and
understanding that they believe will be relevant to design …” (Carroll 2003, 8).
As an approach to interactive systems design this means establishing a feedback
loop to capture in use appropriation (Carroll 2003). Where Siu suggests designers
deliberately leave gaps for user interpretation, Carroll uses the term ‘malleable
design’ to describe the same outcome.
4. A theme of facilitation emerges: meeting the challenges
Drawing these concepts together this paper proposes that design as facilitation
encompasses the following attributes:
•
The process of design is viewed as open ended.
•
The appropriation of technology is seen as part of use, rather than misuse
•
The notion of the design cycle is extended and use is incorporated as part of
the design process, utilised in a feedback loop to inform future changes and
design.
•
The user is seen as completing the design rather than the system as
complete in itself.
•
Designers are considered facilitators rather than decision makers.
An earlier description of some of the challenges currently facing design for
interactive social systems included:
•
The need for systems that support diverse users and diversity of use.
•
Methods of design and evaluation that cater for the social needs of multiuser communication and group systems.
•
Users constrained within inappropriate capabilities set by the designers,
methods and technologies.
This paper argues that the notion of ‘design as facilitation’ can meet these
challenges in the following ways:
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•
•
•
•

User configurability is embedded into design implementation resulting in
open ended design with ‘gaps’ for the user to fill, or a system that is more
malleable to users’ needs.
Employing Participatory Design so that the different and changing ways
people hope to use social technologies can be captured.
Assisting in the development of designs that focus on particularities of
users, not generalisations, and which extend to include user participation
and contribution through ‘use’.
Designs that encourage appropriation by users, and incorporate the
collection of ‘in use’ behaviour as part of the design process enabling more
user control, helping to improve the future designs.

This research emphasises the importance of understanding not just the specificities
of the user and their context, but also the role that the user and ‘use’ has in the
design process. As the nature of design practice evolves in relation to interactive
technologies, qualities like diversity, openness and configurability are key elements
of interactive social system design. Viewing designers as facilitators, rather than
decision makers is a helpful way of enabling this more flexible approach to design,
and its outcomes.
5. Conclusion
Designing for and facilitating users to appropriate, participate and complete the life
cycle of the design process enables diverse, and specific cultural needs to be met as
users adapt, and configure systems to their own requirements. This part of the
design process provides invaluable feedback for the designers that can be
incorporated in future designs. The information gathered is specific and particular
rather than extrapolated or generalised like that involved in typical user modelling.
Moving beyond seeing the technology as a tool of productivity, to viewing it as part of
our environment of communication, expression, reflection, emotional exploration and
social experience requires an understanding of interactive social systems which the
notion of ‘design as facilitation’ can help to support (Hagen and Smith 2004).
In the instances of communication technologies such as chat rooms, online forums
and virtual spaces, designers no longer communicate a message to their audience,
but rather facilitate multiple users’ communication with each other. The role of the
designer in interactive social systems, such as communication technologies, is not to
design solutions to a particular problem, but to facilitate communication through the
provision of flexible tools. This paper sets the foundations for further exploration and
testing of the notion of design as facilitation as part of practical research into
designing interactive social systems for multi-user communication technologies.
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